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ART. I I I .—A Summary Account of the Civil and Beligious
Institutions of the Sikhs. By PROFESSOR H. H. WILSON,
Director B.A.S.
[Head 25th April, 1846.]
THERE have arisen from time to time among what are considered the
unlearned classes of the people of India thoughtful and benevolent
individuals, who have felt dissatisfied with the religious practices of
their countrymen, and with the distinctions of caste and creed by
which they are disunited. They have attempted, accordingly, to
reform these defects, and to reduce the existing systems of belief to a
few simple elements of faith and worship in which the Brahman and
the Sudra, the Mohammedan and Hindu might cordially combine, and
from which they might learn to lay aside their uncharitable feelings
towards each other.
Although not professing to be deeply versed with the sacred
literature of either sect, with the Vedas or the Koran, the Indian
reformers have been in general men of respectable attainments, and
have been well grounded in the speculative tenets of the two systems
which they have sought to amalgamate. Retaining the doctrine of
transmigration, they have grafted upon it a philosophy compounded
of the Vedanta principle of emanation, or the origin of individual soul
from one great pure universal spirit to whieh the detached portions
pine to "return, and of the Sufyism of the Mohammedans, in which the
language of passion is substituted for that of dogmatism, and the human
soul and the divine spirit are typified as the lover and the beloved.
These doctrines have been clothed by the reformers alluded to in a
popular dress; they have been set forth in short metrical compositions
—odes, or hymns, or songs—always in the vernacular dialects, and
written in a style addressed to the imagination and feelings of the
common people. These are usually chaunted to simple melodies, and
even where they have not effected any change of opinion, they have
become extensively diffused and have exercised considerable influence
over the national character. These compositions gradually accumu-
lated, and preserved in collections of various extent, constitute the
literature and the creed of a large portion of the agricultural popula-
tion of Upper India.
The teacher whose instructions have exercised, although indirectly,
the most durable influence upon any considerable body, and aided by
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political events, have tended to form a nation out of a sect, is Baba
Nanak, or Nanak Shah, the nominal founder of the religion and
nation of the Sikhs. He was born in 1469, at a village now known as
Dehra1, or the 'village,' on the Ravi, about thirty kos from Lahore, and
is said to have been at first engaged in trade as a dealer in grain, but
to have exchanged in mature age worldly pursuits for a life of medita-
tion and religious instruction. The Punjab was at that time subject
to the Pathan Sovereign of Delhi, Behlol Lodi; but then, as now, the
lands were distributed chiefly among Hindu chiefs, who united the
character of landlord and ruler, as rayas or rajas, over districts of
different dimensions, paying revenue and rendering military service to
the Mohammedan governors. One of these rayas took Nanak under
his patronage, and enabled him to disseminate his doctrines without
hindrance or danger. According to the legendary biography of
Nanak, he was a great traveller, traversing not only India but visiting
Mecca and Medina, working miracles on his journeys and making
numerous proselytes. There is probably little truth in his Arabian
peregrinations, although it was consistent with his religious character
to have spent some time in wandering over Hindustan, and visiting the
places held sacred in the estimation of the Hindus. It is most likely,
however, that he passed the greater part of his days in the Punjab,
endeavouring to inculcate his views among his neighbours and coun-
trymen ; several of whom, no doubt, adopted his notions; becoming, as
the term Sikh implies, his disciples; the word being the provincial
articulation of the Sanscrit word Sishya, a scholar or disciple, the
sibilant, sh, being invariably pronounced, kh, in the western provinces.
From those disciples he organised a communion, the superintendance
of which he bequeathed to one of his principal pupils, named Angada,
establishing a sort of hierarchy, to which perhaps it was owing that
his followers were kept together as a distinct body. The successor of
Angada, Amara Das, became possessed of some temporal power, and
built the fort of Kajarawal. It would appear, however, that secular
aggrandisement was not regarded as altogether orthodox, and the Sikhs
who restricted their views to purely religious objects, separated from
Amara Das and attached themselves to Dharmchand, the grandson of
Nanak, as their ' Guru' or spiritual head. They then became known
as Udasis, or persons estranged from worldly hopes or fears, or as
'Nirmalas,' individuals free from soil or sin. It is chiefly from these
classes of Sikhs, the Udasis, and Nirmalas, that teachers of the theism
1
 Major Leech, J.A.S.B., No. 162, 1845; (but, query) if it is not the same
as Kirtipur Dehra his burial place. Malcolm, As. Res. XI. , 207. Malcolm
calls his birth place Talwandi, or Rayapur, on the Beyah.
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of Nanak are to be found in almost every considerable city of Hin-
dustan, sometimes singly or sometimes assembled in Sangats or con-
vents. They have nothing of a political or military character, but
devote their time to daily prayers and observances addressed chiefly
to the memory of Nanak and the perusal and adoration of the sacred
volume which contains illustrations of his doctrines by various hands,
in different dialects of Punjabi and Hindi.
This exposition of the Sikh faith, if anything so vague deserves
the appellation of a faith, is known as the Adi Granth, the 'First
Book' to distinguish it from another scriptural authority of the Sikhs
of a later date. It is a large volume but contains no systematic
exposition of doctrines—no condensed creed—no rules for ritual ob-
servances. It is an unconnected compilation of verses of a mystical
or a moral purport, ascribed mostly to Nanak, but.comprehending the
writings of other persons, many of whom had nothing in common with
Nanak, except a general accordance in a sort of spiritual quietism and
the acknowledgment of one divine cause and essence of all things.
The Adi Granth was put together by Arjunmal—the fourth Sikh Guru
or pontiff in descent from Nanak—who flourished in the reign of
Jehangir, towards the end of the sixteenth century. The bulk of the
materials are attributed to the predecessors of Arjunmal, but it is
admitted that thirteen other persons contributed to its contents—or, as
the Sikhs say, twelve and a-half, intending, most ungallantly, by the
half, a female author. The copies of the Adi Granth, however, found
in different parts of India, vary considerably as to the subordinate
contributors; the greater number of the poems bear the name of
Nanak, but the rest are by different hands, as Kabir, Sheikh Ferid-
ad-din, Ramanand, Mira Bai, and other well known sectarian or
Vaishnava teachers. The following are specimens of the poems
ascribed to Nanak:
My holy teacher is he who teaches clemency;
The heart is awake within, who seeks may find.
Wonderful i3 that rosary, every bead of which is the breath;
Lying apart on its recess it knows what will come to pass:
The sage is he who is merciful, the merciless is a butcher.
Thou wieldest the knife, and recklessly exlaimest,—
" What is a goat ? What is a cow ? What are animals ?"
But the Sahib declares that the blood of all is one:
Saints, prophets, seers, have passed away in death;
Nanak, destroy not life for the preservation of the body.
Again—
Love and fix thy whole heart upon him,
The world is bound to thee by prosperity:
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While it endures many will come and sit with thee and surround thee;
But in adversity they will fly, and no one will be nigh thee:
The woman of the house who loves thee, and is ever in thy bosom,
When the spirit quits the body will fly with alarm from the dead.
Such is the way of the world;
The frailty of human affections.
Do thou, Nanak, at thy last hour, rely alone upon Hari.
Or again—
Thou art the Lord, to thee be praise;
All life is with thee:
Thou art my parents; I am thy child;
All happiness is from thy mercy:
No one knows thy end.
Highest Lord among the highest,
Of all that is Thou art the regulator,
And all that is from thee obeys thy will,
Thy movements, thy pleasure: thou alone knowest
Nanak, thy slave, is a free-will offering unto thee.
Under the tolerant reigns of the first princes of the house of Timur
the propagators of the doctrines of Nanak were unmolested, and seem
to have risen rapidly in temporal as well as spiritual consideration.
Raindas, the third Guru, enjoyed the favour of Akbar, and settled
himself in an ancient city in the Punjab, which he so much enlarged
and improved that it was called after him Ramdaspur. Among
his improvements was the construction of a large tank which was
called by the people the lake of Ambrosia or Amrit-sar, and this has,
in modern times, given its designation and sanctity to the town so
denominated, Amritsar. The wealth and consequence attained by the
Sikh Gurus had, however, the effect of drawing upon them the jealousy
and persecution of the Mohammedans, and Arjunmal, the fourth Guru
after Nanak, was seized and thrown into prison, where he either
died or was put to death. The act was resented by the Sikhs of the
province, who took up arms under Har Govind, the son of Arjun, and
exacted vengeance from all whom they regarded as hostile to their
religion. Their rising, however, seems to have been regarded as a
mere local disturbance, involving no political crisis, much less as indi-
cating the future developement of an independent state.
This persecuting spirit continued through several successions of
Sikh Gurus, and in some cases, it might be more correctly termed
retribution, for the Sikhs, dispossessed of their acquisitions or in-
heritance in the plains, and compelled to secrete themselves in the
hills, collected into bands of plunderers and robbers, and by their
depredations provoked the fate they suffered. Dissensions among
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themselves also exposed them to the cruelty of their Mohammedan
governors, and their ninth Guru, Tegh Bahadur, was publicly put to
death in 1675, according to the Sikh authorities, at the instigation of a
competitor for the Guruship—according to the Mohammedan writers,
however, he was executed for his offences against the law by a life of
predatory violence—at his death the Sikhs had almost disappeared
except as a few inoffensive sectarians, or as scattered gangs of
banditti.
The succession of the son of Tegh Bahadur—Guru Govind—con-
stitutes the most important era in the political progress of the Sikhs.
He, in fact, changed the svhole character of the community, and
converted the Sikhs of Nanak, the disciples of a religion of spirituality
and benevolence, and professors of a faith of peace and good will,
into an armed confederacy, a military republic. The worship of
"steel" was combined with that of the "book," and instead of
attempting to unite Mohammedans and Hindus into one family
fraternity, he made his disciples vow implacable hatred to the fol-
lowers of Mohammed. He finally abrogated the distinction of caste,
and opened his ranks to every description of persons, even to the very
lowest Hindus, assigning to all his military adherents the name of Sinh
—or lion—a term peculiar to the Rajput Hindus. His followers were
enjoined always to have steel about their persons, to wear blue dresses,
to let their hair grow, and to use as phrases of salutation, as a war
ery, or as responses in prayers, the sentences; " Wah! Guru ji ka
khalsa: Wah! Guru ji ka fatteh." "Hurra! for the unity of the
Guru: Hurra! for the victory of the Guru;" expressions that have
been since in use even among the more genuine descendants of Nanak,
the Udasis, and Nirmalag.
Guru Govind was an author as well as a soldier, and has left a
record of his own exploits, in a work called the Vichitra Natak,
forming the first portion of a larger compilation which shares with the
Adi Granth the reverence of the Sikhs. It is called the Dasama
Padshah ka Granth, the Book of the 10th King, or more correctly
speaking, Pontiff; and like the Adi Granth it is a compilation of
contributions by various writers, but they are more of a martial and
narrative than of a moral or speculative complexion. This as well as
its predecessor, the Adi Granth, is composed chiefly in the Hindi dialeet
of the Punjab, written in the Gurumukhi character, a singular per-
version of the Devanagari alphabet, retaining the forms but altering
the sounds of the letters.
To Guru Govind also is ascribed the first attempt at the political
organization of the Sikhs, by the institution of the Guru mata, or
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federal council of chiefs, which assembled periodically at Amritsar, as
long as the city was in the possession of the Sikhs, to consult on
measures in which the community was interested, and to concert mili-
tary operations whether offensive or defensive. It does not clearly
appear of whom these councils were at first composed, but no doubt
they were of a popular character, and every one who, through his
hereditary landed property, or his influence in a village, or his repu-
tation as a bold and fortunate leader, could command the following of
a band of armed adherents, however few in number, was admissible to
the conclave, and had a voice in its deliberations.
After making head for some years against the generals of Aurangzeb
and the hill Rajas, whose enmity Guru Govind provoked by his
indiscriminate ravages as much as by his religious tenets, he was
reduced to great distress, and after the loss of his friends and his
children became a solitary fugitive almost bereft of reason. Much
obscurity hangs over the close of his career; but it seems probable
that he was expelled from the Punjab by the Lieutenants of the
Emperor and led the life of a mendicant wanderer: he is said to have
been killed in the Dekhin in 1708.
Guru Govind was the last of the religious teachers, or Gurus, of the
Sikhs, but the temporal command of his followers was assumed, after
his death, by Banda, a bairagi, or religious mendicant, who inflicted a
ferocious vengeance for the discomfiture and the death of his friend
and teacher. The Sikhs rallied under Banda's guidance, defeated the
Mohammedan governor of the province, took and demolished Sirhind,
and crossing the Jumna spread desolation to Saharanpur, giving no
quarter to the Mohammedans except on condition of their adopting
the Sikh faith. Their progress was at last arrested by Abd-us-samad
Khan, a general in the service of Farokhser. The Sikhs were com-
pletely routed and hunted from one stronghold to another until Banda
and his most devoted followers who had been shut up in Lohgerh, a
fort about 100 miles N.B. of Lahore, were compelled to surrender.
According to some accounts they were sent to Delhi and put to death,
with circumstances of great ignominy and cruelty; but there is a sect
of Sikhs, called Banda-i, who believe that Banda escaped from the fort
and settled in Sindh, where he died peaceably and left his sons to
propagate his peculiar doctrines. These do not seem to have been of
any essential importance, one of them being the abolition of the blue
vesture—an innovation acceded to by the Sikhs in general, but
stoutly resisted by the Akalis, a class of fanatics calling themselves
Immortals, and who are are also known as Govind-sinhis, as being in a
particular manner the disciples of Govind Sinh. These are still
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distinguished by the blue colour of their garments and by carrying
steel in the form of the chaki or discus always about their persons.
So rigorous a persecution of the Sikhs followed the defeat and
death of Banda that they were almost exterminated in the plains.
Some, however, again found refuge in the hills, and after a period of
thirty years re-appeared amid the confusion which followed the inva-
sion of Hindustan by Nadir Shah. Their necessities made them
plunderers, and their policy suggested their forming fixed settlements
by constructing forts, and compelling the cultivators to pay to them
the government revenues. They were occasionally repressed by the
energy of the viceroys of Lahore, but the distracted state of public
affairs during the repeated incursions of Ahmed Shah of Kabul, was
propitious to their growth in numbers and independence, and from this
period they continued to gather strength and audacity, until they
gradually established themselves in Sirhind and the eastern portion of
the Punjab, between the Eavi and the Setlej. The death of Ahmed
Shah, the dissensions among the Afghans on the one hand, and the
total prostration of the sovereignty of Delhi on the other, enabled
them to appropriate to themselves the resources of the country, to
confirm their authority over the inhabitants, and to complete a kind of
national organization.
The Sikh constitution grew naturally out of their political situa-
tion. During the period of recovery from the depression to which
they had been reduced by the vigour of the Mohammedan officers,
they issued from their retreats, for the sake of the plunder on which
they depended for subsistence, in bodies of various strength under a
leader who, from his personal character or his family influence, could
gather a party round him. He was assisted by his relations, or by
companions also enjoying consideration among the fugitives, and
bringing contributions to the force of the leader. When they were
successful the party remained located in the country which they had
ravaged, and divided it among them; a larger portion of the conquered
territory was set apart for the leader, but portions were distributed to
every one who had taken a prominent share in the expedition. It
might sometimes happen that the land itself, where left desolate and
waste, constituted the allotments, but the usual plan was to leave
the Rayats, whether Hindus or Mohammedans, unmolested, on con-
sideration of their acknowledging allegiance and paying the govern-
ment revenue to their new lords. In the fluctuating fortunes of the
Punjab these lordships were at first of but ephemeral duration, but
as some expired or were extinguished they were replaced by others,
and some of them taking permanent root survived the dependencies
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of the Mohammedan Governments, upon whose ruin they had risen.
This was the origin of the various petty Sikh chiefships which, in the
beginning of the present century, spread over the eastern portion of
the Punjab, from the Jumna to the Ravi, comprising in their subjects
different races both Mohammedan and Hindu, the hereditary occu-
pants and actual cultivators of the soil who constituted, as they
still constitute, the majority of the population1.
The partition of the lands among the relatives and confederates of
the leader led to another peculiarity in the Sikh constitution. The por-
tions varied in extent and value according to the power and influence
of each member of the confederacy, and the larger allotment as well as
a predominating influence was assigned to the leader of the party; but
each member of the confederacy, who considered that he had accom-
panied the leader as his friend and companion, claimed to exercise
independent authority over his own share, and to be exempt from
every kind of subordination or control. He was willing to be regarded
as voluntarily connected with the chief, and with the other members
of the original confederacy, and, in general, was prepared to make
common cause with them, but he disdained to be fettered by any kind
of allegiance either to an individual or the association. In this manner
sprang up the several Misals, or voluntary associations of the Sikhs,
acknowledging a common designation and a common head, and combin-
ing with each other on particular occasions, or in times of emergency to
form the Guru mata, the national council or diet, in which every member
of each Misal, however limited his resources, had an equal vote.
Twelve such Misals existed in the palmy days of the Sikh confede-
racy ; but those on the north and west of the Setlej were annihilated
by the all devouring ambition of Runjit Sing, and those between the
Setlej and the Jumna spontaneously dissolved under the protection of
the British Government. The last general diet of the Sikhs was
held in ] 805, when the fugitive Holcar, and his pursuer Lord Lake,
penetrated into the Punjab.
This notion of a unity of interests, or national identity among the
Sikhs, as forming part also of a community of religion, was designated
as the Khalsa, the Church Militant, if it might be so interpreted, for
it expressed a vague notion of the Sikhs being under one spiritual
guidance in temporal as well as spiritual affairs—a sort of abstract
' M. Jacquemont repeatedly observes that the Mohammedans and Hindus much
outnumber the Sikhs. According to Captain Lawrence, the population of the
Punjab may be loosely estimated at 1,500,000, of whom 750,000 are Hindus,
800,000 Mussulmans, and only 250,000 Sikhs. Captain Burnes made the popula-
tion larger, but the proportions much the same.
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theocracy. The term has since come to be applied to the temporal
government alone, and the late Maharaja deposed Guru Govind,
Nanak, and the Supreme Being, whom the Sikhs professed to look up
to, from even their abstract or typical participation in the Khalsa. At
no time, indeed, was this imaginary unity so well maintained as by
Runjit, whose elevation was in a great degree ascribable to the
disunion which prevailed among the several Misals, and the conflict-
ing pretensions of their members: a sketch of his rise will best illus-
trate the characteristics of the Sikh confederacy.
The first of the family of the late Maharaja Runjit Sing, of whom
any record has been preserved, was a Jat farmer, whose patrimony it is
said, consisted of three ploughs and a well. His son was a convert to
the Sikh faith, and abandoning agriculture enlisted as a private horse-
man in the service of a Sikh chief. His son Charat Sing became a
petty chief himself, and levied a small troop of horse with which he
plundered the country. Being successful in his incursions he built a
fort near Gajraoli, at no great distance from Lahore, and compelled
the villages in the vicinity to pay to him the government assessments.
The Afghan governor of Lahore attempted to dislodge him, but the
Sikhs flocked to his succour in such numbers that the Afghan was
glad to desist from the enterprise and shelter himself in Lahore.
These events enabled Charat Sing to extend his acquisitions, and
while reserving to himself the Sirdari portion he distributed among
his principal associates the remainder of the districts whose revenues he
had appropriated. He was thenceforward the head of a Misal, that
of Sukar-chak, the name of the village in which his ancestors had
resided. His Misal was one of the least considerable of the twelve,
being able to send but 2500 horse into the field, while several of the
others furnished 10,000 or 12,000.
The son and successor of Charat Sing, Maha Sing, distinguished
himself by his military and political talents, and greatly extended the
power of the confederacy of which he was the leader, although he
died in 1792 at the early age of twenty-seven.
He was succeeded by his only son Runjit, then in his twelfth
year, under the regency of his mother, but at the age of seventeen
he put her to death for alleged misconduct, and assumed the direc-
tion of affairs. His resources were much improved by his marriage
with the daughter of Sada Kunwar, who had been left by her hus-
band the regent of the Ghani Misal, whose possessions extended east
of Lahore and included Amritsar. He became possessed also of the
city of Lahore under a grant from Shah Zeman, the king of Kabul, on
his retreat from the Punjab. The city, it is true, was not Shah
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Zeman's to give, being in the actual occupation of three other
Sikh Sirdars. The grant, however, was held to confer a title and had
an influence with the Mohammedans, by whom Lahore was chiefly
inhabited. Their ready assistance placed Runjit in possession of
Lahore; important from its situation and extent, and still more from
its ancient reputation as the capital of the vice-royalty of the Punjab.
It would be incompatible with the object of this sketch to follow
Runjit through the steps by which he rose to the supremacy over the
rest of the Sikh chiefs, and transformed an ill-defined and precarious
combination of independant military leaders into a compact and des-
potic monarchy. His first great accession was the annexation of the
Bhangi Misal, one of the most powerful of the whole, to his own,
upon the death of the Sirdar, by the unjustifiable expulsion of the
infant chief and his mother-regent. Taking advantage of hostilities
with the Raja of Kahlur, Sansar Chand, he compelled various Sikh
chiefs in the Jalandhar Doab to yield him allegiance and to pay him
tribute, being assisted in his operations by the resources of the Ghani
confederacy, under the direction of his mother-in-law, and by the Sikh
Sirdar of Alu-wala, who became in early life and continued to be for
many years his personal friend. These proceedings were confined to the
east of the Ravi; but in 1804 Runjit was emboldened by the distracted
state of the Afghan monarchy to invade the dependencies of Kabul,
lying between the Ravi and the Indus, and, although he did not
permanently establish his supremacy, he succeeded in enforcing its
acknowledgment in the shape of gifts and tribute from the Moham-
medan chiefs who had hitherto held of the Afghan kingdom. In 1805
he first became known to the British Government by the advance of
Lord Lake's army into the Punjab. No great opinion was then
entertained of his power or prospects. Sir J. Malcolm observes, his
force did not amount to 8000 horse, and part of that was under chiefs
who had been subdued from a state of independence, and whose turbu-
lent minds ill brooked an usurpation which they deemed subversive of
the constitution of the commonwealth.
The principal efforts of Runjit for the next few years were
directed to the extension of his authority to the eastward, and several
of the possessions of the original Misals were either wholly or in part
incorporated with his own territories. He repeatedly crossed the
Setlej, appropriated lands on its left bank, and interfered in the
quarrels of the Sikh chiefs so obviously for his own advantage alone,
that they became alarmed and had recourse to the British Government
for protection as having succeeded to the power of Delhi, of which
they acknowledged themselves to be the subjects, as in truth they as
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well as all the Sikhs in the Punjab originally were, rising to indepen-
dence only when the descendants of Baber were too weak to reclaim
their allegiance. The appeal was admitted, but Runjit, although he
relinquished his menacing attitude only upon the approach of a mili-
tary force, was leniently dealt with: he was allowed to keep the
places on the left bank of the Setlej, of which he was in actual pos-
session, however unwarrantable the means by which they had been
acquired; but the Sikh chiefs who had so far escaped his grasp
were thenceforth protected from his violence or his craft: he thence
returned to the westward and there sought more promising fields
for the employment of his growing power and the gratification of
his ambitious designs. In the prosecution of this policy he took
Multan, reduced the districts between the Ravi and the Indus to his
absolute dominion, crossed the latter river and conquered a consider-
able portion of the country of the Afghans, ascended the mountain on
the north of the Punjab, and compelled the hill Rajas to pay him
heavy tribute or to fly from their ancient seats to avoid his tyranny,
occupied and ruined Kashmir, and subjected to his will the unoffend-
ing princes of Little Tibet, encircling to the north the Himalayan
dependencies of British India, and approaching the confines of the
Celestial Empire, with which his lieutenants finally came not very
successfully into collision. To the whole of these possessions he had
no other title than the sword, and his conquests, unchecked by the
necessity of devising any pretext for them whatever, were the rapid
growth of little more than twenty years. A kingdom composed of
such heterogeneous materials could be held together only by the means
by which it was acquired, and an overpowering military force was
necessary to preserve the ascendancy which it had been employed to
attain. As long as he preserved a good understanding with the only
power in India whom he had cause to dread, as long as the British
Government favoured his aggrandisement by turning a deaf ear to the
urgent appeals made to its protection by the victims of Runjit Sing'
ambition, he confidently prosecuted his system of aggression, and
trampled with impunity upon the rights of his neighbours, whethe
Mohammedans or Hindus. The transactions that have taken place
since his decease have sufficiently shewn the rottenness of his system;
the instability of a dominion based upon military violence and individual
ambition; the certain consequences of relying upon an army as the main
instrument and stay of a government. The successors of Runjit have
perished under the presumption of the military chiefs, and the chiefs
themselves have been the victims or the puppets of a mutinous and
insolent soldiery. That soldiery has now been pretty well destroyed,
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but the Khalsa has been left in a state of utter imbecility which will
ensure its spontaneous extinction at no distant period, if it be not
kept alive by the undeserved protection of the British Government.
Whatever may have been the political organization of the original
Sikh confederacy it is obvious that it had ceased to exist; it had
received its death-blow from Runjit Sing, and was latterly a monarchy
of a despotic character, tempered by the necessity of conciliating
powerful military leaders, or of holding them in check chiefly through
the agency of their mutual jealousies and conflicting pretensions. The
Misals were destroyed, the Guru-mata was forgotten, nor has the Sikh
religion preserved much more of its primitive character. Its original
elements were deism of a mystical tendency, contemplative worship,
peace and good-will, and amalgamation of Mohammedan and Hindu.
There was not much of dogma or precept, and its doctrines were incul-
cated through the channel of mystical and moral verses in a popular
style. Nanak Shah appears to have sought the amelioration of the
principles and feelings rather than an alteration of the creed or usages
of the people; he does not seem to have formally abolished caste
although he received proselytes from every order, and while he treated
the Koran with reverence he acknowledged the whole scheme of the
Hindu mythology; so do his followers to the present day, that is, such
of his followers as profess the pure Sikh faith. They do not worship
images, they worship the visible type of the Khalsa in the book; but
they do not question the existence of Brahma, Vishnu, and Siva;
and the legends relating to them, to Vishnu especially, as popularized
from the Puranas in vernacular compositions, constitute much of
their favourite literature; except in the mode of performing public
worship, and in the profession of benevolent sentiments for all man-
kind, there is little difference between a Nirmala Sikh and an orthodox
Hindu of the Vaishnava sect.
Neither are the Govind Sinhis, the disciples of Guru Govind, to be
considered as unbelievers in the Hindu mythology. They receive all the
Pauranic legends as true, but they appear to be most partial to those
of the Saiva sect, as harmonizing best with their fierce and martial
character. It is affirmed of their teacher, Guru Govind himself, that
he was directed to loosen his hair and draw his sword by the Goddess
Bhavani, of whom he was an assiduous worshipper. He says of him-
self, " Durga Bhavani appeared to me when I was asleep, arrayed in
all her glory. The goddess put into my hand the hilt of a bright
scymetar which she had before held in her own. 'The country of the
Mohammedans,' said the goddess, 'shall be conquered by thee, and
numbers of that race shall be slain.' After I had heard this I
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exclaimed, 'This steel shall be the guard to me and to my followers,
because in its lustre the splendour of thy countenance, oh Goddess !
is always reflected.'" In the account, also, which he gives of his mis-
sion, lie says that in a preceding life he performed severe penance,
meditating on Mahakala and Kalika (or Siva and Durga), in con-
sequence of which he was sent into the world by Parameswara, the
supreme god, to establish a perfect system, to teach virtue, and exter-
minate the wicked. The last—understanding by the term 'wicked'
the followers of Mohammed—is the part of his mission which he most
laboured to fulfil, and which was the whole spirit of his reform. Hatred
of the Mohammedans is evidently the ruling principle of all Guru
Govind's institutions. His injunctions were, " It is right to slay a
Mohammedan wherever you meet him. If you meet a Hindu, beat
him, and plunder him, and divide his property among you. Employ
your constant effort to destroy the countries ruled by Mohammedans;
if they oppose you, defeat and slay them." The necessity, inseparable
from this state of perpetual hostility, of filling his coffers and recruiting
his bands, compelled him to have recourse to indiscriminate plunder,
and to admit of the proselytism of Mohammedans; but deadly enmity
to the latter is the ruling element of his system. To this he has
sacrificed the benevolent spirit of the teaching of Nanak, and the
sacredness of the distinction of caste. As far, however, as is allowable
by the institutions of Nanak or Govind, the Sikhs observe the domestic
usages of the Hindu tribes or castes from which they separated; and,
in consequence, those tribes, particularly the Jats or Gujars in the
Punjab or on the Jumna, do not refuse to eat or intermarry with those
of the same races who have become converts to the Sikh religion. The
Mohammedan converts are not permitted the same indulgence, and are
obliged to eat the flesh of swine, and to abstain from the rite of cir-
cumcision. The flesh of the cow is the only article of food prohibited
to the Sikhs; and on this head their prejudices are almost stronger than
those of the Hindus. Smoking is also prohibited, but there is no
restriction upon the use of bhang, opium, or spirituous liquor, and
drunkenness, from one source or other, is a common vice. Nor is this
the only one to which the Sikhs are addicted. The verses of Nanak
and his fellow moralists inculcate a pure code of ethics, but this is a
portion of his reform to which no reverence is paid; and no race in
India is more flagrantly demoralized than the Lions of the Punjab.
We do not derive from the travellers in the Punjab any description
o the public or private worship of the Sikhs, who are probably more
jealous in their own country of admitting strangers to be present at
their ceremonies than they are in other parts of India. Although
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several persons have been admitted into the city of Amritsar, it is only
recently that it was allowable or safe to visit the sacred tank and
temples in its vicinity. The only description that has yet been
published is to be found in the Travels of Baron Hiigel. According
to him, the tank is about 150 paces square, and apparently fed by a
natural spring. It is surrounded by a pavement 20 or 25 paces in
breadth, skirted by houses on one side, and having several flights of
steps to the water on the other. In the centre is the Hari Mandir, or
Temple of Hari, in which a copy of the Adi Granth, said to be written
by Nanak himself, is preserved—a tradition rather at variance with
the assertion that the Adi Granth was compiled by Arjunmal. The
temple is connected with the embankment on the west side by a
bridge. The temple is described by Baron Hiigel as a handsome
building inlaid with marble, having a golden roof, and a door of gold;
and surrounded by small vestibules, the ceilings of which are supported
by richly-ornamented pillars Before the entrance to the bridge are
two large banners of red silk, the " Wah! Guru ji ka fatteh" on one, and
"Ram Das" on the other, in white letters. Opposite to the bridge are
several small structures, in which the Sikh Udasis and Nirmalas are
seated, to receive the gifts and reverences of the people. Fronting this
tank was the chief gathering-place of the Akalis, whose insolence made
it dangerous to approach the holy precincts; but they are not noticed by
Baron Hiigel. The sacred tank and temple of Amritsar were also visited
by our noble President, when Governor-General, in company with Runjit
Sing. Whatever may have been the obstructions heretofore in the way
of a personal acquaintance with the observances of the Sikhs in their
own country, theyseem to have had no objection, when out of the Punjab,
to the presence of European visitors; and one of the earliest notices of
them is the account given by Mr. Wilkins, in the first volume of the
Asiatic Researches, of his visit to the Sikh college at Patna. He was
civilly treated, and allowed not only to see the place, but to be present
at the public reading of the Granth, which constitutes the public cere-
monial of the Sikhs. They have for their private use prayers com-
posed by Nanak, of which those called Arthi are recited on going to
bed, and those entitled Jap are repeated the first thing in the morning.
Their public worship, in imitation of the Hindu ritual, takes place
three times a day, at the three Sandhyas—morning, mid-day, and
sunset. I had an opportunity, when at Benares, of assisting at the
latter, at the house of a Nirmala Sikh priest, who readily allowed
myself and a friend to witness the ceremony. It was very simple.
He occupied a lower-roomed house, inclosed in a small court or com-
pound, and having a covered verandah in front. One end of the
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verandah was shut in, so as to form a small chamber or chapel, in
which, upon a table covered with a white cloth, and decorated with
lights and flowers, lay the Adi Granth. As the people entered, they
went singly into the room, and made a reverential salute to the book,
with the exclamation, "Wall Guru ji;" and placed upon the table any
small offering they might have to make. They then came forth, and
seated themselves on the ground fronting the verandah, where sat the
Guru on a chair, and his two guests on either hand of him. When
the whole party, amounting to some thirty or forty, had assembled, the
Gruru recited, in a sort of chaunt, several hymns from the Granth,
similar to those already quoted, repeating at the end of each, twice or
thrice, " Meditate on the Saheb of the Book, and exclaim Wah Guru!"
being answered on each occasion by all present, "Wah Guru—Wah
Guru ji ka fatteh." The assistants then brought from the chapel trays
of sweetmeats, which were handed to every one, and were eaten on the
spot. The visitors were not forgotten. This concluded the service;
but the party assembled did not immediately disperse. Individuals
among them, accompanying themselves with the small drum or native
lute, sang Hindi rekhtas and padas (moral and religious songs) in
succession. We departed, as did several of the natives, when two or
three had been sung; but the party did not finally break up until it
was time to retire to rest. The persons present were of respectable
appearance and decorous manners, being mostly shop-keepers, dealers in
cloth or in grain, and bankers; some were natives of the Punjab, settled
in Benares, others inhabitants of the city from different quarters, who
had adopted the Sikh ritual, or had grafted it upon Vaishnava tenets.
Hari and Ram were as familiar in their invocations, as the Saheb of the
Book, or as the teacher or Guru.
Besides sacred shrines, connected with the history of the Sikhs, as
the places where their Gurus were born or died, the Sikhs share the
veneration of the Hindus for several of the holy cities, as Benares,
Mathura, Haridwar. They also observe many of the same holidays, as
the Holi, the Dasahara, the Dewali. The latter is the favourite season
of pilgrimage to Amritsar.
The initiation of a Sikh convert is termed the Pahal, and is thns
described by Captain Murray. " The candidate and the initiator wash
their feet in the same water, which they then drink, having put some
sugar into it, and stirred it with a dagger; repeating several moral
stanzas, and taking a sip between each, exclaiming, 'Wah, wah
Govind Sikh. Ap hi Guru chela!' Govind Sikh hail, himself teacher
and disciple! It should be performed in the presence of at least five
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Sikhs. It is ascribed to Guru Govind, who, when he had only five fol-
lowers, went through this form with them, drinking of the water which
had washed their feet, and they drinking that which had washed his."
Sir John Malcolm gives a somewhat different and more dilated account
of the ceremony, and says nothing of the previous use of the water, which
is administered to the convert by the initiator with this injunction, " This
sherbet is nectar: it is the water of life; drink it." Having obeyed,
the disciple is told to abstain from all association with five classes of
men: the Mina Dhirmal, who, though of the family of Nanak,
attempted to poison Arjun; the Musundia, a set of Sikh heretics; the
Earn Rayis, the descendants of Ram Raya, who caused the death of
Tegh Sinh; the Kud-i-man, or daughter-slayers, or the Rajputs; and the
Bhadani, who shave their heads and beards. He is then enjoined to
be kind and charitable, to reverence Amritsar, to devote himself to the
Khalsa, and to study the sacred books. The children of the Sikhs all
pass through this form of initiation.
From this sketch, imperfect as it must necessarily be, it will be
seen that the Sikh religion scarcely deserves the name of a religious faith.
A vague notion of a Creator and source of all things, and of a divine
guardian and protector, pervades the poetry of Nanak and his fellow
bards, but it is little else than a poetical acknowledgment of a deity who
is defined by negatives—who is without form—without time—without
attributes. The only worship of him, if it can be called such, consists
in the allusions that occur in the odes and hymns which are chaunted at
the daily services, to a benevolent and powerful being, designated some-
times as Parameswara—the supreme being; Sat Nam—the true name;
Tat-karta—the maker of that which is; Adi-purusha—-the first spirit;
Bhagavan—the lord; but still more frequently as Ram or Hari, the
popular names of Vishnu. Belief in the intervention of a providence in
mundane affairs exercises very little influence upon Sikh practice. There
is no public adoration of any of the Hindu divinities, nor, as far as is
known, are any temples erected to them; but their existence is not
disputed, and the characters given them by the Hindus and the legends
told of them are devoutly credited; and there are probably some
esoteric rites in which the worship of the Tantras is privately practised.
The great distinction between the Sikhs and the other Hindus, is the
abolition of the distinction of caste, and consequent extinction of many
of the restraints which, in the more orthodox system, supply, however
imperfectly, the want of a purer code of faith and practice. The
experiment has not been very successful; and the worship of the Book
and of the Sword, and the moral declamations of the contributors to the
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sacred Granth, have led to as great, if not a greater, laxity of conduct,
and as utter a disregard of both religious and moral obligations, as the
superstitious belief and multiplied ceremonial of the Brahmans1.
1
 The above summary has been drawn up in compliance with a wish expressed
by some of the Members of the Society to be possessed of a brief notice of the
institutions of the Sikhs which distinguish them from the Hindus in general. It is
of course little more than a compilation from the accounts of the Sikhs already in
print, especially those of Sir John Malcolm and Captain Murray, as prepared by
Mr. H. T. Prinsep; recourse has been also had to the observations of recent tra-
vellers in the Punjab—particularly Messrs. Moorcroft, Burnes, Jacquemont, and
Baron von Hiigel, and to the amusing and characteristic work of Major Lawrence—
Adventures of an Officer in the Punjab.
